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Introducing Vocabulary

Ms. T

SaM:

Ms. T3

s. T’s classroom, Monday moerning:

Our first vocabulary word is covet. Sam, what does covet
mean?

(reading from the dictionary/glossary) “To wish for greatly
or with envy.”

Okay. So, if someone has a CD, and you really wish you had
it, we might say that you covet the CD. Let's look at the
next word. . ..

Ms. T°s classroom, Thursday morning:

MaRia:

Ms. T

TERRY:
Ms T
ALEX:

Ms. T

ALISON:

(reading from a story) “As much as Philip liked his new
bike, he coveted his cousin’s shiny scooter.”

Covet is one of our vocabulary words. Who remembers
what it means? Terry?

No response.
Alex?

Umm ...
Alison?

Uh, T think, like making a wish. He made a wish to get a
scooter, but his parents got him a bike instead.
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The above exchange typifies events that sometimes oceur in relation to
vocabulary instruction. Although a word’s definition is explicitly pro-
vided, students often do not recall it several days later, or what is re-
called is a somewhat misleading interpretation of the word's meaning.
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss reasons that this might occur
and to present ways to make vocabulary introduction more effective.

INTRODUCING WORDS 5 THE FIRST STEP

The title of this chapter is introducing vocabulary to make the point that
providing word-meaning information is only a first step in building word
knowledge. Just providing information—even rich, meaningful explana-
tions—will not result in deep or sustained knowledge of a word. Multi-
ple encounters over time are called for if the goal is more than a tempo-
rary surface-level understanding and if new words are to become
permanently and flexibly represented in students’ vocabulary reper-
toires. In the two chapters that follow this one, the focus will be on what
teachers can do after initial word introduction to promote rich and sus-
tained knowledge. Here, our focus is how to initially present words in
ways that help them take root in students’ vocabularies.

Before we open the discussion of how to effectively initiate building
students’ understanding of word meanings, we consider for a moment
the situations in which words are likely to be introduced in the class-
room. The most common is before a text is read. The reasoning behind
this is to make unfamiliar words available for students when they en-
counter them as they read. If students are most often reading text inde-
pendently, introducing word meanings that are important to compreben-
sion before reading is the reasonable choice. Certainly this makes sense
in contrast to waiting until after reading to introduce the words.

PROVIDING INITIAL WORD MEANING INFORMATION
THROUGH DEFINITIONS

If one asks teachers how they first introduce a word, there is a high
probability that definition will be in their responses. Indeed, definitions
are synonymous with vocabulary instruction in many classrooms. How-
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ever, the reality is that definitions are not an effective vehicle for Jearn-
ing word meanings. Studies that provided dictionary definitions to stu-
dents and asked students to create sentences with the words or answers
to brief questions about the words revealed that—

= Sixty-three percent of the students’ sentences were judged to be
“odd” (Miller & Gildea, 1985).

« Sixty percent of students’ responses were unacceptable {Mec-
Keown, 1991, 1993).

« Students frequently interpreted one or two words from a defini-
tion as the entire meaning (Scott & Nagy, 1989).

Problems with Dictionary Definitions

To understand why dictionary definitions are so often unhelpful, it can
be useful to know a bit about how definitions end up in the form they do.
Formalized definitional practice can be traced to the time of Samuel
Johnson's mid-18th-century Dictionary of the English Language. The
traditional form of definitions is based on describing a word by first
identifying the class to which something belongs and then indicating
how it differs from other members of the class. A classic example is bach-
clor defined as “a man who is unmarried.”

The most overriding consideration for definitional format, how-
ever, is that definitions in dictionaries must be concise because of
space restrictions. Lexicographers, those who develop dictionaries,
have called this constraint “horrendous.” Indeed, one lexicographer
made the point that “almost every defining characteristic common o
dictionaries can be traced to the need to conserve space ” (Landau,
1984, p. 140), and another has said that dictionary definitions have led
to “some remarkable convolutions in dictionary prose style” (Flanks,
1987, p. 120).

So there is nothing “official” or “scientific” about the form in which
definitions appear. For this reason, combined with the fact that defini-
tions are not particularly helpful for student learning, we prefer to intro-
duce new voeabulary by explaining a word’s meaning rather than pro-
viding a definition for the word.

When we examined definitions by putting ourselves in the place of
a young learner trying to make sense of the information, we came up
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with four characteristic features of definitions that get in the way of un-
derstanding word meaning.

The first we called weak differentiation, which means that the defi-
nition does not differentiate how the target word is different from other
similar words—-how it is a specific case of a more general idea. For ex-
ample, consider conspicuous defined in a junior dictionary as “easily
seen.” This definition weakly differentiates conspicuous from the general
domain of “visible.” After all, unless it is dark or one has poor vision,
nearly everything is easily seen. Something conspicuous is not just easy
to see but rather pops out at you because of its size or color or inappro-

- priateness to a situation.

Second problem of dictionary definitions is that they are often
stated in such vague language that they provide little information. As an
example, consider typical defined as “being a type.” At best, a learner
might manage to ask, “A type of what?” It is unlikely that a young stu-
dent would make enough sense of the definition to develop much, if any,
idea of what typical means.

A third problem of definitions is that there may be a more likely in-
terpretation of meaning than the one intended. This can happen when a
definition uses familiar words in unfamiliar ways. For example, consider
the definition for devious: “straying from the right course; not straight-
forward.” The idea of straying from a course is likely to be interpreted in
a concrete, physical way. A young learner may conclude that devious has
to do with erooked walking or getting lost.

The fourth problematic characteristic is that some definitions give
multiple pieces of information but offer no guidance in how they
should be integrated. For example, consider the definition for exotic:
“foreign; strange; not native.” A learner might wonder what relationship
to draw among these parts. Is something exotic if it is strange but not for-
eign?—Or only if it is both foreign and strange? The concept for exotic
that needs to be captured is that when something is exotic it may be
strange or unusual or special because it comes from a distant place.

The problematic features of dictionary definitions as exemplified by
those provided above, the evidence that young students do not learn eft
fectively from dictionary definitions, and the complaints of lexicogra-
phers themselves all point to a need for those of us who are engaged in
teaching to do better than dictionaries may do when presenting word-
meaning information. Toward this goal, we present three constructs for
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developing initial word-meaning information: student-friendly explana-
nal contexts, and opportunities for students to

i words, instructio .
e, oblige them to think about

interact with word meanings in ways that
what a word means.

s You Try i =

Select a few words that are unfamiliar to your students, and ask
them to look up the words in a classroom dictionary and read
the definitions. Then, ask students to talk about what théy
think the definition means. What was most hel?fui to them in
understanding the definition? What was confusing?

Developing Student-Friendly Explanations

Giving a definition of 2 word—even for words we know '-weﬂ——m n;t ;1;
easy task. Toward developing student—friend.b exp}anatmns,dt\;fc i ©
principles should be followed: (1) Chara.cterlze the word and how i
typically used. (2) Explain the meaning in everyday language.

Characierize the Word

For an explanation to be optimally helpful, it should be las‘ paljticuiaf asI
possible. It should pinpoint a word’s meaning by explamii;g its tzplc;l
use. Ask yourself, “When do I use this word particularly?” Also, "Why

ch 2 word?” In some cases, an explanation that pinpoints a

do we have su ons of that word.

word’s meaning may not capture all possible aff)plicati - e
But explanations that attempt to be ali—inclus%ve sacnﬁcefexp agaczz
strength. Tt is preferable to start students off with 2 strong ;)c‘:uise oon
cept of what a word means rather than draw attfzntion to. mu tl}i &8 e
of meaning. Rather than dealing with too much mformatmr; at— the nouOf i;
language users can more readily extend a concept as their use

M i i hat
As an exercise in characterization, consider the word famper. W.

comes to mind when you think of that word? Possibly that if you _tamé)er
with something it doesn't work any more; also, that tan"tpemni 1; o-tjen
done secretly to try to trick or harm someone. Bl{.t consider a efini ;);
for tamper taken from a dictionary: “to interfere in a secret or inCoIT
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way.” T}Eis definition would seem to include simply meddling in some
one else’s affairs as a busybody. It lacks the sense of messing up somﬁ:
thing in a possibly sinister way. A more student-friendly explanation
crafted to highlight the notion that tampering with something damage;

it, might be “to change somethin '
g secretly so that it does not -
erly or becomes harmful.” orkeprop

Explain Meanings in Everyday language

Developing effective word explanations for students calls for taking care
to explain the concept in language that is readily accessible so students
can understand the concept with ease. Definitions such as “one associ-
ated with another” are more puzzling than helpful. What word comes t
mind when you read that definition? (The word is ally!) ’
To move the definition of ally into accessible language, think of how
to communicate the concept of “association” in student—ﬁjiendly terms
Perhaps something like “somebody who does things with you” or “some;
boedy you hang around with.” Now, consider whether that captures the
f:har-acteristic meaning of ally: It seems to miss the role of an ally as help-
ing in some common cause. Picking up on that aspect, we might corfe
up‘wﬂh a definition such as “someone who helps you in what you are
trying to do, especially when there are other people who are against

EE

you.

Another aspect of creating an explanation with an eye toward a
cessible language is developing it in such a way that students will a(t:_
te.nd to the whole explanation. This is to ensure that some words-
within an explanation do not take on unintended emﬁhasis and lead
stud_ents to choose just part of the explanation as the entire meanin
For instance, explaining meticulous 2s “extremely or excessively careffi
about small details” gives prominence to the word careful. Using the
most obvious sense of careful, students could interpret the ;vord ags re
lating to being cautious about danger. Adding neat might help student;
;nde;rs;an‘d. the appropriate sense of careful. A student-friendly form of
al})iute,-s:;goge;;i}}’t then be given as “being very neat and careful

Consider a few more words and how we might work our way from
dictionary definitions to student-friendly explanations. ’

nfroducing vocapuiary ar

covert: kept from sight; secret; hidden

What are students likely to make of this definition? The clearest
part, for students, would seem to be the word secret. So, students
might well interpret the word as a synonym for secret without even
stopping to realize that the word is an adjective rather than a noun.
Beyond this possible misinterpretation, the definition sounds as if it
applies to something or someone that you want to hide. This is at
odds with the way covert is most often used—to describe an action
done in a secretive way. To define covert as “describes something
that is done in a hidden or secret way” makes it much clearer to
students how the word is to be applied.

disrupts break up; split

This could easily be interpreted as physical breaking, as in “We dis-
rupted the candy bar so we could all share it.” What's the nature of
disrupt that needs to be captured? It would seem to be that disrupt-
ing is like rudely stopping something that's going on, or causing a
problem that makes some activity cease. Using these ideas might
lead to the student-friendly explanation: “to cause difficulties that
stop something from continuing easily or peacefully.”

illusion: appearance or feeling that misleads because it is not real
This is 2 good example of a vague definition. An “appearance that
misleads” is rather hard to make sense of. Might it be something
that looks good but isn't—like a stale piece of cake? Or considering
“feeling”—how does a feeling mislead? How is a feeling not real?
The core of illusion is something that looks real but isn't, or appears
to be something but isn't there at all. Those ideas could be put to-
gether in a definition such as “something that looks like one thing
but is really something else or is not there at all.”

improvise: to make, invent, or arrange with whatever is on hand

This definition seems to lack a key component of improvisation, the
idea that you use whatever is on hand because you don't have ex-
actly what's called for. Also, the “make, invent, or arrange trio
makes the whole concept a bit vague. A definition that better char-
acterizes improvise and is more concrete and accessible might be
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to make something you need by using whatever is available at
the moment.”

morbid: not healthy or normal

This definition really pushes the limits of failing to characterize a
word! Something morbid is well beyond not healthy. Imagine a stu-
dent telling his mother, “I think I need to stay home from school to-
day—I'm feeling morbid”! The definition has to be explicit about
the connection to death or gruesome thoughts. Perhaps a more stu-
dent-friendly explanation is “showing a great interest in horrible
gruesome details, especially about death.” J

Note that all the above student-friendly explanations are quite a bit
longer than their dictionary counterparts. The brevity of many dictio-
nary definitions leaves too much assumed, and young learners often
make incorrect assumptions or are unable to put the ideas together at all
Fuller; more explicit language is needed to promote students” develo —
ment of word meaning. As teachers, we do not have the constraints irﬁ-
posed on lexicographers, so we can provide the kinds of explanati
that will be most helpful to students. " o

If you review the student-friendly explanations above, you will also
notice that they often include words such as something so;neone or de-
scribes. These terms anchor the meaning for students s,o they Caz; begi
to get an idea of how to use the word. ) e

= You Try It »

You might find it useful to try your hand at creating some stu-
dent-friendly explanations.

1. Select some words that your students are currently learning.

2. Look up the definitions for the words provided in a dictio-
nary or glossary.

3. Think about the definitions from a young learner’s point of
view,
» What difficulties might the definitions pose to such a

learner? (Refer to pages 33 and 34 for a discussion of po-
tential definition difficulties.)
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» How might you characterize the words so that their mean-
ings are specific?

 What everyday language might you use to craft explana-
tions?

4. Create student-friendly explanations for the words you se-
lected. Try to include the words something, someone, o de-
seribes in your explanations.

5. Share the explanations you created with your students. Ask
them to compare your explanations with the definitions pro-
vided in a dictionary or glossary.

PROVIDING MEANING INFORMATION
THROUGH INSTRUCTIONAL CONTEXTS

Another common way to convey word-meaning information is through
instructional contexts. In contrast fo natural contexts, which were dis-
cussed in Chapter 1, instructional contexts refer to contexts that have
heen developed with the intention of providing strong clues to a word's
meaning. To understand how different the two types of context are, con~
sider the natural context in which the word grudgingly appeared in
Chapter 1, contrasted with an instructional context.

“Every step she takes is so perfect and graceful,” Ginny said grudg-
ingly, as she watched Sandra dance.

The use of grudgingly makes sense—it communicates well-—if you
Jnow the meaning of the word. However, the natural context is mislead-
ing for readers who do not know the meaning because the situation de-
scribed might lead such readers to think that grudgingly refers to a posi-
tive feeling such as admiration. In contrast to the misleading natural
context in which grudgingly was found, one could develop an instruc-
tional context in which the meaning elements of grudgingly are made
clear and from which its meaning is more easily derived. For example:

Ginny hated the way Sandra always danced so beautifully. “No mat-
ter how much I practice, I never do it as well. Every step Sandra
takes is so perfect and graceful,” Ginny said grudgingly.
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Helping students derive word meaning from natural contexts will
be discussed fully in Chapter 6. Here, we focus on instructional contexts,
which are developed by teachers and available in teacher guides for text-
books.

Even though instructional contexts are designed to make word
meaning transparent, it is not enough to simply make an instructional
context available to students. In one way or another, 2 definition or ex-
planation of the target word needs to be developed. And the reasoning
behind deriving a meaning for the target word needs to be made public
for students. Mere exposure to an instructional context leaves introduc-
tion of word meaning incomplete. There is no guarantee that students
will come to a clear or correct conclusion about a word’s meaning.
Making word-meaning information public ensures that all students will
begin with a clear, explicit concept of the word. And making public how
word meaning was derived from the context allows students to build a
stronger connection between the word and its meaning,

For example, if a student derives the meaning of grudgingly and
provides an adequate definition, perhaps “saying something that you re-
ally don't like saying,” the teacher needs to probe that student’s thinking
in ways that require the students to explain the parts that helped him or
her figure out that Ginny really didn’t want to say what she said. So, let's
go back into Ms. T’s class and see what such an exchange might be like:

Ms. T: Tell us how you figured out that Ginny said it grudgingly
because it was something she didn’t like saying,

Tonia: Well, she didn't like that Sandra always danced so good.
Ms. T2 She dide’t? Why not?

Tonia:  Because she didn't.

Lee:  And Ginny practiced a lot, and still didn't.

ZoE:  So she was jealous, probably.

Ms. T: Jealous is a good word to use here. So, Ginny said Sandra
danced well, but she said it grudgingly. She really didn't
want to admit that Sandra was such a good dancer.

Explaining their reasoning may be quite difficult for students.
Therefore, it is a good idea to start out by having the teacher provide

Introducing Vecabulary 2

some models for deriving meaning from instructional contexts. As an ex-
ample, consider the following:

The rider couldn’t control the obstinate horse. She was getting an-
gry that this horse acted this way often.

Modeling how one might derive the meaning for obstinate could go

something like this:

Obstinate must mean something that a horse could be, and it has to
be something that would make a horse hard to control. Maybe
scared, a horse could be scared, and because he was scared, h.e
might act up and be hard to control. But it says the hi)rse'acted- dth}s
way often and that the rider was angry about it. I don’t think a rider
would be angry at a scared horse. Obstinate must be a way a horse
acts that riders dont like. It could mean stubborn, because horses
can get stubborn and some horses can get stubborn often. When
they do, it's hard for a rider to get them to do what she wants.

Such modeling can be useful, but teachers should 1‘13e it sparingly
because it puts students in the passive role of overhearing the teacher
thinking aloud. However, such modeling is appropriate when student;
are being introduced to the idea of deriving meaning from coafate.xt an
when a complicated and subtle context is being explored. It is impor-
tant, however, to emphasize that students should be made part of the
deriving-meaning process as soon as possible, queried along the way as

i i 3 text.
meaning elements are derived from a con ' ,
The following examples show how one might scaffold students’ at-

tempts to derive word meanings from instructional contexts:

The deer would be able to eat all they wanted in the meadow, for
there was an abundance of grass.

« Why would the deer be able to eat all they wanted?
« How much grass must be in the meadow?
a So, what do you think abundance means?

The train ride had been long, and I was tired of looking out the wifb
dow. So I decided to eavesdrop on what two of the passengers sit-
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ting behind me were saying. I knew what they were saying was
none of my business, but it might be interesting, so I tried to listen.

= What is this person up to? What told you that?
= What's this about it was none of his business?
= So, eqvesdrop means what kind of listening?

Piea&.a don't eat the flowers, sir,” said the waiter. “T don't think they
are edible! They might make you sick!” '

» What is the waiter telling the man about the flowers?
« If eating them might make you sick, what does that tell you?

= So, if you shouldn't eat things that are not edible, what does
edible mean?

s You Try ff -

You n?ight find it useful to try your hand at creating some in-
structional contexts for words that you want your students to
learn. Develop some sentences about each target word, as well

as some questions to help students make use of the information
to derive its meaning,

PROVIDING MEANINGS AS WORDS
ARE ENCOUNTERED

| The assumption to this point has been that words are introduced before
a text is read, and certainly if students are most often reading text inde-
pendently, introducing word meanings that are important to comprehen-
sion before reading is the reasonable choice. This makes sense in con-
trast to waiting until after reading to introduce the words. But if the
word is likely to affect comprehension of the story, then the most effec-
tive place to introduce word meaning may be at the moment the word is
met in the text. The meaning can then be integrated into the context of
use immediately, which provides strong support for comprehension. In
this way, students are not called upon to put comprehension on hoi(-i as
they access their memories for the word’s meaning. Another important
consideration is that, even if students have been introduced to a word’s
meaning before reading, their memory for a newly introduced word
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meaning may still be rather tentative, making it difficult to bring that
meaning into the text.

At times when a text is read aloud in class, introducing the mean-
ings of words as they are encountered during reading can be done sim-
ply and briefly by giving a quick explanation of the word or what it
means within the context. For example, consider the following context
from Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry (Taylor, 1976, p. 4). “Christopher-
John and Stacey were not too pleased about the clothing or school either.
Only Little Man, just beginning his school career, found the prospects of
both intriguing,” At this point, a teacher could simply say, “Intriguing
means Little Man was pretty interested in and excited about school.”

Another approach to dealing with word meanings as text is read
might be to ask students for the meaning of a potentially unfamiliar word
that is encountered, bringing them into the deriving-meaning process as
described in the previous section. However, it is important to provide
guidance if students do not quickly know the word’s meaning. Other-
wise, it can lead to students making guesses, many of which may be in-
correct. That can both take attention to the text offtrack as well as con-
fuse students as to the actual meaning of the word.

Here, the point is teacher guidance. Certainly, allow stadents to fig-
are out clues to a word’s meaning from contexts, but don't let them stray
too far before stepping in, either to give the meaning or to point out the
relevant clues or how to interpret them. For example, consider the fol-
Jowing exchange around a context from Roald Dahl's Charlie and the

Great Glass Elevator {1972, p. 88):
Through the glass floor of the Elevator, Charlie caught a quick
glimpse of the huge red roof and the tall chimneys of the giant fac-

tory. They were plunging straight down onto it.

Ms. . What do you think glimpse means?

Jen:  Like a piece of something.

Ms. T: A piece of something?

JEn:  Yeah. I think a piece of the roof or the chimney came in and
hit him.

Ms. T Oh, I see how you could get that idea. But glimpse means “a
quick look at something, kind of apeek.” So, he was just get-
ting a quick look at the roof and chimney as the Elevator fell.
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Note how Ms. T turns back Jen's original surmise about the word’s
meaning, giving Jen an opportunity to explain where that came from.
That gives Ms. T an understanding of how Jen reached that conclusion,
So, Ms. T is able to acknowledge Jen's thinking while explaining how the
actual meaning of glimpse fits the context.

ENGAGING STUDENTS IN DEALING
WITH WORD MEANINGS

Providing student-friendly explanations or scaffolding students as they
derive word meanings from instructional contexts is only part of what it
takes to help students establish an initial understanding of what a word
means. The other part is to ensure that students actually deal with the
meanings right away. There are numerous short and lively activities that
can require students to process meanings. We next provide several that
we have found to be engaging for students. The activities below come
from the vocabulary research studies that we engaged in and which we
noted in Chapter 1.

Word Associotions

After having presented explanations for accomplice, virtuoso, philanthro-
pist, and novice, we asked students to associate one of their new words
with a presented word or phrase, such as the following:

s Which word goes with crook? {accomplice)

= Which word goes with “gift to build a new hospital”? (philanthro-
pist)

= Which word goes with piano? (virtuoso)

s Which word goes with kindergartner? (novice)

In each case, students were then asked why they decided on the connec-
tion they had made. Associating a known word with a newly leamed
word reinforces even further the meaning of the word. Note that the as-
sociations are not synonyms; rathey, the student must develop a relation-
ship. For example, in the case of associations between ¢rook and accom-
plice, one student might say that an accomplice helps a crook, another
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might say that an accomplice is learning to be a crook, and yet another
might suggest that crooks want accomplices to help them in their

" wrongdoings. Having students explain their reasoning is an essential

component of the kind of instruction that requires learners to process in-
formation—directly deal with information by considering and mentally

manipulating it.

Have You Bver ... ?

This activity helps students associate newly learned words with contexts
and activities from their own experience. Thus, it helps students under-
stand that they have a place for the word in their vocabularies. In the ac-
tivity, students are asked to “Describe a time when you might urge
someone, commend someone, banter with someone.”

Applause, Applause!

For this activity, students are asked to clap in order to indicate how
much they would like (not at all, a little bit, a lot) to be described by the
target words: frank, impish, vain, stern. And, as always, why they would
feel that way.

ldea Completions

In contrast to the traditional “write a sentence using the new word,” which
can result in meaningless use (e.g., “I saw a virtuoso.”), we provided sta-
dents with sentence stems that required them to integrate a word's mean-
ing into a context in order to explain a situation. For example:

The audience asked the virtuoso to play another piece of music be-

cause . ..

The skiing teacher said Maria was a novice on the ski slopes be-

cause ...

There are many variations on activities that get students actively en-
gaged with word meanings. They can be as simple as asking questions
such as the following about newly introduced words:
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When might you ... P
How might you ... ?
Why might you ... ?

The key to effective activities is that they require students to attend
to a word’s meaning in order to apply it meaningfully to an example situ-
ation.

IN SUMMARY
In introducing words, here are some things to keep in mind:

= Make word meanings explicit and clear. Develop student-friendly
explanations or create instructional contexts for discussing word
meanings,

« Get students actively involved with thinking about and using the
meanings right away.

Full understanding and spontaneous, appropriate use of new words de-
velops gradually, but a strong start is essential to allowing these pro-
cesses to oceur.

= Your Turm o

We invite you to use what you have learned in this chapter to
develop some ways to introduce words you will teach.

1. Select words from a text that your students will be reading.

2. Create a student-friendly explanation for each word by—
= Thinking about what specific elements make the word dif-

ferent from other words.
= Using everyday language.

3. Develop instructional contexts for some words. That is,
write sentences and develop questions that will support stu-
dents in deriving the meaning of those words.

4. Create some activities that will engage students in dealing
with the word’s meaning.




